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Abstract 
The current multi-strategy study addressed the paucity of research examining the 
effectiveness of „transition planning‟ and particularly its suitability for young people with 
autism. This study employed a review of the literature and a multi-strategy of 
quantitative and qualitative research to investigate the issues associated with this 
intervention, and the ways in which the experience could be improved for young people 
with autism. Findings indicated deficits in the system as a whole, as relevant to all young 
people with SEN, in that there appear to be significant implementation gaps between 
transition planning policy and practice. In terms of autism and ways to make planning 
more „autism friendly‟, findings identified multi-agency liaisons, staff training, alternative 
systems of communication and specialist services as areas in which improvements could 
be made to better support the  transition from school to adulthood for these young 
people. Throughout this enquiry, the authors‟ personal reflections suggest how 
consideration of these issues can deepen understanding, knowledge and professionalism 
in the workplace.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
The transition from being in school to entering adulthood is a poignant time in the 
lives of all young people (Hallum, 1995, Beresford, 2004). It is at this time that 
the familiar school routine of childhood comes to an end and young people enter 
further education, new employment and perhaps most importantly, begin to form 
an idea of what expectations are placed on them as young adults.  It is a 
challenging time not only of day to day and practical change, but of emotional 
change as well, as the journey towards independence begins. 
1.1. Special Educational Needs and Transition 
For young people defined as having special educational needs (SEN), the 
transition from school to post-school life can raise a whole host of additional 
difficulties (Ward et al., 2003). These include reduced post-school options (Heslop 
et al., 2002) and considerations beyond education and employment such as a 
move from child to adult services, residential placements or ongoing medical 
provision, to mention only a few.   
“There is strong evidence to suggest that for most young disabled 
people the transition from child to adult services is problematic.”  
(Beresford, 2004:583) 
Additionally, whilst becoming more independent usually forms a key part of 
growing up, for a number of young people with SEN, becoming an adult might 
hold a different meaning, and for many may never include employment or 
independent living as options. „Transition Planning‟ is the intervention response of 
educationalists and policy makers in acknowledgment of the disadvantaged 
position of young people with SEN going through this transition. 
 
 
2 
1.2. Transition Planning 
Introduced by the Education Act 1993 and associated code of practice (DfES, 
2001), early planning and multi-agency networking form the core principal of this 
intervention which aims to produce a clear plan of action for transition before the 
young person leaves school.  Transition is a „hot topic‟ at present within special 
education and the past ten years have seen the current system of transition 
planning receive criticism for meeting neither the needs of the young people, nor 
the standards of practice outlined within policy literature (Ward et al., 2003). 
1.3. Researcher’s Position 
I have come to research this topic both as an academic and as someone who 
works within the field of special education. Over the past four years my 
professional experience has been predominantly with young people diagnosed as 
having autism/autistic spectrum disorders (ASD), and as such I have chosen 
within this research to place a focus on this particular demographic. Prior to 
embarking on the current research, I submitted a reflective piece of work about 
the transition to adulthood with a focus on self esteem as part of my Masters 
degree, and this is what first opened my eyes to the difficulties young people with 
SEN experience at this time in their lives. Further to this, my position as a supply 
Teaching Assistant in a school for children with autism led to my being placed for 
three months with the oldest students in the school. This position allowed me a 
first-hand view of some of the processes and procedures involved in these final 
months of transition planning, and I became aware that there are challenges that 
young people, families and professionals face during this time. 
At this early stage I was aware that transition planning as an intervention had 
received some criticism for not meeting policy standards (Dee, 2006), but I was 
interested to find out how an intervention applicable to all young people with SEN 
would hold up against the complicated needs of a young person with autism. 
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There are times throughout this research when I will make brief mention of some 
of my own experiences of working with autism, providing elements of anecdotal 
evidence. 
1.4. Paucity of Current Research 
Transition planning and it‟s effectiveness in direct relation to specific learning 
disabilities is an area which, according to my research, has received little 
attention. There are however a number of publications available addressing 
transition to adulthood as a more general concept in relation to people with 
autism (e.g. Wehman et al., 2009). Regarding literature specific to transition 
planning as an intervention, a few publications are in circulation, including an 
online article by the National Autistic Society (NAS) with recommendations which 
will be elaborated upon later. Most discussions relevant to the topic however refer 
overall to children with SEN, an umbrella term encompassing a significant number 
of different conditions of varying severity. This „grouping‟ together of different 
needs as a single category is a policy tactic responsible for a number of 
controversies within the field of special education. An example of this is the 
controversy surrounding policy goals to eventually include all children with „SEN‟ 
in mainstream education and gradually phase out special schools. It is argued 
that for a number of children with profound difficulties, making them equal in this 
manner is not necessarily in their best interests, as the specialist care offered 
within special schools may be difficult to replicate in a mainstream setting (Centre 
for Studies on Inclusive Education, 2003).  
In placing all disabled young people in a single category, despite the potentially 
huge differences between them in both physical and cognitive ability, developing 
inclusive yet effective practices becomes a difficult task.  
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This research therefore aims to provide an innovative example of how the various  
elements of transition planning, from theory to policy and practice, can be applied 
specifically to the young person with autism, to establish what works, and what 
could be improved upon.  
The current project employed a literature review and two small-scale independent 
investigations to better understand the transition planning process and what 
constitutes effective practice. The discussion throughout will return to the various 
ways in which the issues within transition planning can be applied specifically to 
young people with autism. The primary question this research will address is: 
„How can transition planning be improved to better accommodate the needs of 
young people with autism?‟ 
The order of discussion herein is as follows: 
Chapter 2 provides a basic overview of autism and places it in the context of the 
current discussion. The literature review and its methodology are covered in 
Chapters 3.1 and 3.2, and chapter 4 gives the overview of the mixed methods 
research strategy. Chapter 5.1 - 5.4 introduces the quantitative research 
methodology, findings and discussion, and chapter 6.1 – 6.2 presents and 
discusses the qualitative element of the research. Chapter 7.1 – 7.4 reflect 
critically on the evidence and include the Authors‟ final words. 
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Chapter 1 has introduced the research aims of the study and presented a 
summary of the order of discussion herein. The following chapter will now place 
autism within the context of the present discussion. 
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Chapter 2. Autism and ‘Change’ in Context 
2.1. Autism in Brief 
Before engaging in a discussion which regards people with autism, this next 
section will explain in brief some of what is known of its history and aetiology.   
Identified in the 1940‟s by Kanner (1943) and Asperger (1944), autism described 
the incidence of „unusual children‟ who seemed withdrawn and unable to establish 
normal relationships (Kanner and Asperger in: Whitman, 2004). Appearing 
normal in terms of physical development, theories such as the „Refrigerator 
Mother‟ (in Happé, 1994) hypothesis blamed cold and unemotional parenting as a 
cause of the child‟s withdrawal from the fabric of social life, although this theory 
has since been disregarded. Other theories have included environmental 
explanations, (such as the MMR vaccine and environmental toxins or pollutants) 
and the leading, strongest theory so far that the condition results from a genetic 
predisposition, although despite a strong case for this theory, empirical evidence 
and identification of the gene is still lacking (Miedzybrodzka et al. 2008).  
Autism is currently defined as one of a group of developmental disorders known 
as the Pervasive Developmental Disorders (PDD), in that the effects are 
„pervasive‟ to all areas of development (Szatmari, 2000).  The condition is 
diagnosed behaviourally in terms of three key areas: impairments in social 
interaction, flexibility/rigidity of thought and language and communication; this is 
known as the triad of impairments (Frith 2003, Happé, 1994). It is a 
heterogeneous spectrum disorder, meaning that the effects of the core 
impairments can be felt to a greater or lesser degree, the symptomology 
manifesting very differently in one person to another. A child with „high-
functioning‟ autism therefore might have some difficulty in communication. This 
may occur particularly in recognising the meaning behind body language or facial 
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expressions, or when messages are ambiguous, for example in sarcasm and 
humour (Lyons and Fitzgerald, 2004).  Otherwise, the high-functioning child with 
autism may be able with some support and adaptation, to be educated, work and 
form relationships within the mainstream population and possibly become 
independent (Lord and Venter, 1992).  
For the low functioning child with autism, the story can be very different. For 
these youngsters functional language may never develop, and the core 
impairments of the triad can act as a serious barrier to further learning (Frith, 
2003, Boucher, 2008). 
2.2. Context for Discussion 
Having outlined a basic foundation of knowledge about autism, it will now be 
placed in the context of our discussion. In other words, the experience of leaving 
school must be placed directly in the context of a young adult with autism. The 
overriding theme here is change. 
It was a Monday morning and my colleague and I watched as the snow 
fell to the ground in sheets. It had just been announced that there 
would be no school that day. We silently exchanged looks and mentally 
extended our best wishes to both the students who attended our school 
and their parents, as it would be a challenging day for them all. “This 
could be difficult” my colleague said to me... “Change is bad”. The 
children who attended this school were all diagnosed as autistic. 
  
(Personal reflection, December 2008, discussion between myself and a colleague) 
Any person who has had close involvement with people with autism, either 
personally or as a professional, will appreciate the value of routine, predictability 
and familiarity in helping individuals with the disorder better understand their 
world, and in turn minimise any disruptive behaviours born of frustration, 
confusion or fear (Evans, 2007). In my experience of working in special schools, 
educational strategies (such as the TEACHH strategy) for the teaching of children 
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with autism will almost always include the use of carefully timetabled routines 
and a system in which information regarding what has happened, and what will 
happen is always available for the young people to see (see Boswell, 2006, for 
TEACCH). Providing a predictable routine is accepted amongst both professionals 
and families as a fundamental part of helping children with autism make better 
sense of the world they live in (May, 2005, Dodd, 2005).  
Changes in life however, either insignificant or major are inescapable. Common 
changes such as moving house or an unexpected day off work are acceptable and 
sometimes even exciting or pleasurable for a person with a „normal‟ level of 
cognitive processing ability. However changes like these, even if adequate 
warning is provided, can be extremely confusing for the young person with 
autism. These events can lead to fear, misunderstanding and confusion, and can 
in some cases result in challenging behaviours from the young person.  The 
following section elaborates on this. 
2.3. Autism and Challenging Behaviour 
Autism is a condition often associated with „challenging behaviour‟, although there 
is by no means an inevitable link between the two (Whitaker et al., 2001). 
Emerson et al. (1988) defined severely challenging behaviour as behaviour of 
such an intensity, frequency or duration that the physical safety of the person or 
others is likely to be placed in serious jeopardy, or behaviour which is likely to 
seriously limit or delay access to and use of ordinary community facilities. These 
behaviours could include violence and aggression towards others or the self, 
extreme stubbornness or extreme passiveness, either of which can prevent full 
access within a community. Additionally „avoidance‟ behaviours could be 
described as challenging (Whitaker et al., 2001). An example of this is a child 
who will not engage, in terms of looking and listening, long enough to be taught 
to cross the road safely. This may occur despite the child possessing adequate 
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intelligence to master such a task; this would be an example of avoidance 
behaviour as a barrier to learning. 
Challenging behaviour, particularly in terms of aggression and violence has been 
recognised as a form of communication (Whitaker et al., 2001), particularly for 
those young people without functional language, a means of venting frustrations 
or emotional upset. Howlin (1997) elaborates on this point: 
 “The problems faced by people with autism are set firmly within the 
context of their social, communication and obsessional impairments. 
Only if the profundity of these deficits is fully accepted can the 
behaviours of someone with Autism be understood. If such behaviours 
are adequately understood then maybe these will be viewed, not as 
maladaptive or challenging, but as the individual’s only effective means 
of making sense of, or controlling a world that is unpredictable , 
confusing or rejecting.” 
 (Howlin, 1997:1) 
Challenging behaviour becomes relevant to the present discussion in the context 
of how it may act as a barrier towards full participation in transition planning. 
Additionally the regularity and intensity of challenging behaviours can provide 
clues as to the mental and emotional well-being of a person who otherwise might 
not be able to express such feelings. As challenging behaviour has been linked to 
times of transition (Clements, 2005), better understanding of such behaviour may 
provide insights as to how provision could be improved. Jordan and Powell (1995) 
and Jordan (1999) also drew attention to this point, suggesting that when it 
comes to transition, ensuring that the right provision is available can  help 
towards minimising or avoiding any secondary behaviours or emotional problems, 
and can ensure that individual children develop their existing skills to the full.  
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2.4. The Breaking of a Lifetime’s Routine 
With the above information in mind, leaving school (a transition which can involve 
many changes in many areas of ones life) can therefore become an ordeal for the 
young person with autism. Consider the following: 
Many of the children at a special school may have been in attendance there since 
they were 5 or 6 years old (particularly as diagnoses improve and are made 
earlier), and will have been used to a daily programme filled with familiar staff 
and routine. Despite a high level of familiarity and a supportive environment, in 
such a context changes still occur, such as the one mentioned in the reflection 
(e.g. an unexpected day off due to bad weather, a cancelled swimming lesson, 
staff changes due to illness etc.). All these small factors are sufficient to fully 
disrupt the mental well-being of a young person reliant on sameness as a means 
of making sense of what to them, can be a horribly confusing world.  
Imagine then a complete cessation of these daily activities and a potential 
handover to staff in new services who have yet to get to know the child and their 
personal likes, dislikes and behavioural triggers. Changes may include a new 
physical environment and daily routine, or for some a new adult residential 
placement. In some cases it may even mean a period of „limbo‟ in which the 
young person has yet to find new placements. This transition is problematic, and 
research indicates a high degree of emotional distress and behavioural 
disturbance even in the most able group of young people with ASD (Moxon and 
Gates, 2001). Additionally, my own experience has demonstrated how a number 
of young people nearing the end of their school careers become increasingly 
distressed and display challenging behaviour, particularly in some cases 
aggression directed to parents, or self-harming behaviours. This evidence 
suggests that this time of transition is not an easy one for young adults with 
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autism, and much of what we know points towards it being a particularly 
distressing time. 
The Government, in the Green Paper „Every Child Matters‟ (2003), made a 
commitment towards educating the „whole child‟, taking into account the 
emotional well-being of these young people (DfES:1.3). Given this commitment, 
developing a system which works in the best way possible towards easing this 
process of transition for young people with ASD should become a priority.  
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At this stage, a picture begins to form of why it is so important to plan carefully 
for a smooth transition from school to post-school life for young people with 
autism. Whilst the primary concern remains the young people themselves, 
careless transition can also have implications for the family and those working 
with them, particularly in the case of those young people with challenging 
behaviours. The following section begins the collection of research data by means 
of a literature review. 
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Chapter 3. Literature Review 
3.1. Methodology of Literature Review 
The research of the literature for this study was conducted primarily through the 
use of online databases, such as the British Education Index, Web of Knowledge 
and online search engines such as Google Scholar.  
3.1.1. Searching the key terms 
Initially, I searched the key words „transition planning and autism‟ to search for 
relevant data, however this yielded a minimal response. In the case of the British 
Education Index, no articles were found using those key words, and a narrowing 
down of the terms to „transition and autism‟ yielded only two. Google Scholar 
proved a useful research tool, although this search engine often produced a vast 
number of hits not always relevant; typing in the key words „transition planning 
and autism‟ produced about 18000 hits. A scan of some of these titles showed 
that many of them dealt with transition as a more general concept, or dealt with 
autism only as a small part of a more general enquiry of SEN. 
Eventually I took a layered approach to transition planning and autism to 
compensate for the paucity of available research. Researching both topics 
independently of each other at first, and then linking them accordingly. For 
example, I searched „transition planning‟ or „the transition plan‟ for research 
examining its general practice, and revealed that underpinning its theory is the 
inclusion of the ideas and opinions of the young people, this is an implication for 
communicative ability. I then searched for issues related specifically to autism 
and communication, and applied these issues directly to the transition plan, (this 
issue is elaborated upon in later chapters).  
The worldwide web proved very useful in identifying books and publications by 
organisations (such as the National Autistic Society). It must be noted here that 
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there are number of books available that deal with the issues of transition to 
adulthood and autism (see Wehman et al., 2009), but these do not place the 
focus specifically on the efficacy of transition planning as an intervention for 
young people with autism.  
3.1.2. Identifying relevant material 
As I was unable to source any empirical evidence relating specifically to my topic 
of research, it was necessary to broaden by search, as described above. However, 
I placed certain limitations on the resources I included in my research. One 
demonstration of this is that I decided to include to the greatest degree possible 
empirical research and journal articles specific only to the United Kingdom, as 
relevant to the transition plan as an intervention. I made this choice because 
although there has been some interesting research conducted in other countries 
such as America, (such as those dealing with student-directed learning and self-
determined transition plan goals, see Agran and Wehmeyer 2000), I wanted to 
keep the discussion as firmly as possible within the realms of relevance to UK 
education policy and practice. This is the special education system of which I 
have experience both academically and professionally and I felt it would keep the 
discussion concise. There are however inclusions of books and texts by authors 
from all over the world in terms of the evidence relating to more general concepts 
(such as adulthood in autism), and this does not mean that future research would 
not benefit from the inclusion of empirical works for transition planning from 
other countries.  
Additionally I tried to keep the focus tightly on the actual process of the transition 
plan and its compatibility with the autistic mind, and not to delve too deeply into 
the wide range of subjects surrounding this (e.g. the importance of empowering 
young people, the implications for self-esteem of giving young people a voice 
etc.). 
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3.1.3. Concept mapping 
Throughout the process of researching and conducting my study, I used a system 
of concept mapping to maintain the order of my thoughts, and the continuity 
between the various themes. A concept map is a graphical tool for organising and 
representing knowledge (Novak and Canas, 2008). Concept maps are 
characterised by a hierarchical representation of the information, with the most 
general and inclusive concepts at the top of the map, and the more specific, less 
general ideas represented towards the lower end of the map. As my method of 
research was multi-layered and examined different sources of information in 
relation to each other, I found this method particularly useful in keeping the 
direction of the discussion going.  
 
All of the multi-layering and examination of evidence and information described 
above was conducted with the „unpicking‟ of a complicated disorder in mind 
(autism). This was done to identify its characteristics, and then try to understand 
how a person with these characteristics would be able to cope with the demands 
of the process of transition planning. The following section presents the 
completed literature review. 
3.2. Literature Review 
The direction of thought this section follows is „top-down‟ in its approach. It 
begins by examining firstly what is known about autism in adulthood, and then 
moves towards examining the transition plan as a vehicle towards planning for 
adulthood. In terms of the transition plan, both its underpinning theory and 
practice are critiqued herein.  
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3.2.1. Adulthood in autism 
For this part of the research I felt there were questions regarding adulthood in 
autism that I wanted to address before a focus could be placed on how to 
improve the pathways towards „successful‟ adulthood. These questions included: 
how on average do autistic adults cope in life? What are the most likely 
outcomes? And what services are available? 
3.2.2. A focus on childhood 
A primary difficulty in researching adulthood in autism is that the condition as we 
recognise it today is a disorder still in its infancy. Only since the 1960‟s have the 
links and associations between autism and schizophrenia, for example, been 
severed, and the disorder been able to stand on its own (Konstantareas and 
Hewitt, 2001). As a result, much of the literature available (though the amount is 
apparently vast) relates to childhood, exploring the causes of autism, the 
implications for families, therapeutic interventions and training and educational 
programmes (Howlin, 2004). In contrast, there is remarkably little written about 
outcome in adulthood, and what is available, regretfully, does not paint a good 
picture. It seems that not only does the literature focus mainly on childhood, but 
so do a majority of provisional services. 
For many young people with autism, much of their previous support melts away 
as they turn eighteen (Moxon and gates, 2001).  A 2007 report by the BBC 
entitled „Autism Has Big Impact on Adults‟, cited statistics that only 15% of adults 
with autism are in full time employment and almost half of this population still 
live at home (2007:1). 
3.2.3. Outcome studies 
Outcome studies provide a source of „follow-up‟ information on the lives of people 
who in childhood received a diagnosis of autism. However, a primary difficulty in 
determining average adult outcomes for people with autism lies in the 
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heterogeneity of the disorder and because of this, information about prognosis to 
date remains inconclusive (Howlin et al., 2004).  Furthermore, the expected 
outcome of a person with high functioning autism could be very different to that 
of someone of the opposite, low functioning end of the spectrum.  The disorder 
contains a very wide spectrum of cognitive, linguistic, social and behavioural 
functioning (Howlin et al., 2004). That said, there are a number of studies 
available, dating back to the days of Kanner, which have attempted to form a 
picture of adult life with autism. 
Early studies (Kanner, (1973), in Whitman, (2004)), Lockyer and Rutter, (1969, 
1970) indicated high levels of dependence, with a number of people remaining 
permanently in the family home with no outside occupation (or indeed in 
institutions or psychiatric hospitals). Overall, these studies concluded that the 
participants had made poor social adjustment.  
Later research studies (for example Lotter (1974), Gillberg and Steffenburg 
(1987) and Kobayashi et al. (1992)) have also delivered results rating the 
outcome of the majority of their samples as poor in terms of levels of social 
adjustment and levels of independence. It is necessary to treat these results with 
caution because of differences in samples and measures used. Also, the 
judgements of what comprises a „good‟ , „fair‟ or „poor‟ outcome are based on 
variable criteria. 
More recent follow-up studies of more able people with autism include such works 
as those by Szatmari et al. (1989), Venter et al. (1992), Larsen and Mouridsen 
(1997) and Howlin et al. (2004). These studies all took into account factors such 
as college or university education, semi-independent living, marriage, paid work 
and psychiatric diagnoses such as depression, anxiety and schizophrenia. Of 
these studies a majority still reported outcome ratings predominantly of fair or 
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poor amongst sample populations. Howlin et al. (2004) suggest that although 
high-functioning people with autism may succeed well as adults, such 
achievements rarely come easy. Few specialist support systems exist and most 
individuals have to rely heavily on the support of their families in finding jobs or 
accommodation. Additionally, Howlin et al. (2004) also raise the point that there 
may be constant pressure to „fit in‟ with the demands of a society that fails to 
their needs or difficulties. Inability to meet these demands can result in stress, 
anxiety or even psychological breakdown. Studies such as those mentioned above 
suggest that outcome is highly dependent on the adequacy of the facilities that 
are available for young adults with autism as they progress from school to 
college, to work and independent living (Lord and Venter, 1992). 
Whilst much of what outcome studies have taught us, empirically speaking, forms 
a rather unhappy picture of adulthood with autism, we do know from a number of 
fascinating autobiographical accounts (such as those by Gunilla Gerland (2003) 
and Wendy Lawson (2001)) that it is possible to „succeed‟ in life as an adult with 
autism. These accounts, however, are more reflective of the experiences of 
people with high functioning autism or Asperger syndrome. There is an apparent 
need for more studies which clearly differentiate between the ability levels of 
people with autism, and what possible outcomes have been achieved by others of 
similar levels of ability. 
3.3. The Transition Plan 
This section moves, for the moment, away from a discussion specifically about 
autism and into the parameters of policy and intervention practices.  
Transition planning as an intervention exists as a resource for all children with 
SEN, not just those with autism. As this planning is the „vehicle‟ which transports 
these young people into their adult lives, it is important to understand how it 
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functions, and what theories underpin its practice. Following that, some space is 
dedicated to an evaluation of its current practical application. 
3.4.  Legislation 
“The transition plan should draw together information from a range of 
individuals within and beyond school in order to plan coherently for the 
young persons’ transition to adult life”    
(DfES, 2001:9.51) 
The Education Act 1996, Children Act 1989, NHS and Community Care Act 1990, 
Disabled persons Act 1986 and Learning and Skills Act 2000 are all applicable 
either directly or indirectly to the transition plan (NAS, 2005). The official 
guidelines (as can be found in the SEN Code of Practice (2001) and SEN Toolkit 
(2001)) require that transition planning take place for all statemented school 
children as of year nine, subject to an annual revision until they finish school 
(SEN Code of Practice, 2001:9.51).   
Overseen by a representative from the government‟s Connexions service for 
young people, the guidelines strive towards making planning a participative, 
holistic, supportive, evolving, inclusive and collaborative process (SEN Code of 
Practice, 2001:9,52), in adherence with the principles and values of Person 
Centred Planning (PCP). The plan should cater for all aspects of the young 
person‟s post-school life from domestic / living arrangements to further education 
or employment provisions. The guidelines for delivering transition planning as 
outlined by the Department of Education highlights the importance of enabling 
pupils to be actively involved in their own planning and in any decisions made 
regarding  their futures; their views and opinions being sought and recorded 
wherever possible (SEN Code of Practice, 2001:9.55). 
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3.5. Theoretical Underpinning of Person Centred Planning 
As mentioned earlier, the values of PCP provide the theoretical basis of the 
practice guidelines for transition planning. Developed over thirty years ago in the 
USA, PCP has recently assumed particular importance in the UK following its 
inclusion as a central component of the 2001 White Paper Valuing People 
(Department for Health, 2001), although some of the literature included herein 
regarding PCP was published before this. Within this paper, PCP is placed as 
central to delivering the Governments four key principles of rights, independence, 
choice and inclusion (Waugh, 2009). Therefore, PCP can be viewed as a vehicle 
towards equality, and human rights. 
3.6. The Meaning of Person Centred Planning 
To work in a person centred way, according to Portner (2007), means to not start 
working from ideas about how humans should be, but from how they are and 
from their potential. Advocates of PCP subscribe to a social, as opposed to a 
medical model of disability. This model proposes that negative attitudes, 
systematic barriers and exclusion by society are the factors ultimately defining 
who is disabled and who is not (Tregaskis, 2003). Sanderson (2000), a key 
author within PCP literature, published a paper identifying the key features and 
approaches of this method. Five key features characterise this approach: 
1)  The person is at the centre. 
O‟Brien and O‟Brien (1988) wrote that PCP can begin if people decide to listen 
carefully, and do so in ways that can strengthen the voice of people who have 
been or are at risk of being silenced. People with disabilities, particularly those 
with profound or multiple disabilities, can experience limited power in their lives 
in comparison to others (Charlton, 2000).  At the centre of PCP lies the principal 
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of shared power (Sanderson, 2000). Being mindful of the following key points 
provides a means towards ensuring the person remains central to their planning: 
 The person is consulted throughout the planning process. 
 The person chooses who to involve in the process. 
 The person chooses the setting and timing of meetings. 
2) Family members are partners in planning. 
 “Often it is family members who know the person best. They care 
about the person in a way that is different from everyone else and they 
will probably be involved in supporting the individual for the rest of 
their lives. They often bring huge commitment, energy and knowledge 
to the table.”  
(Sanderson 2000:4) 
3) The Plan reflects what is important to the person, their capabilities and what 
support they require. 
“People using person centred planning assume the person is the first 
authority on his/her life and that a dialogue with family and other 
persons involved can build on this”  
(Sanderson 2000:6) 
4) The plan results in actions that are about life, not just services, and reflect 
what is possible, not just what is available. 
5) The plan results in ongoing listening, learning and further action. 
The philosophy behind the PCP approach sees each human as an autonomous and 
worthwhile person, it‟s the „humanistic‟ view that starts from the assumption that 
every human being is working towards growth and self actualization, and that 
every person has his own personal resources to change and solve problems 
 
 
22 
(Algozzine et al., 2001). These resources may be disturbed or impaired for 
various reasons, including developmental disorders, trauma, old age or disease, 
but they must be discovered and fostered (Portner, 2007). The person-centred 
worker should value the three main attitudinal elements of client centred 
psychotherapy; empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence (Portner, 
2007). 
The values of the person-centred model make sense in a society which is striving 
to eventually reduce or eliminate prejudice and work towards an equal and 
inclusive country for all. Regarding specifically children with autism (although this 
point is applicable to all people with disabilities), on a moral level it sits 
comfortably to think that those in power are doing all they can to recognize the 
rights, the citizenship and the importance of these people as equal members of 
our society. Papers such as Valuing People (2001) continue to mark the changes 
that are taking place within our society; the days of regarding people as 
„uneducable‟ becomes a more alien concept as our social conscience moves 
increasingly towards a more social model of disability. 
On a practical, application level however, there may still be barriers for the young 
person with autism in fully accessing transition planning. The following section 
discusses this.  
3.7. Critique of Person Centred Planning 
A major challenge within PCP could lie in successfully fulfilling the commitment to 
place the person at the centre of the planning. Much of the responsibility PCP 
places on the individual may be beyond the scope of many young people with 
disabilities. A young person with low functioning autism for example, would more 
than likely be unable to effectively choose the time and settings of such meetings 
and who would be present (in reference to key point 1 as above).  
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An additional difficulty lies in how to access the opinions, likes and dislikes, 
preferences, ambitions and desires of people who have limited, or in some case 
virtually non-existent communication skills. The person ought to be at the centre 
of their planning, but this is not always easily achieved. Mansell and Beadle-
Brown (2004) highlight the ambitiousness of PCP as a target for public policy: 
“The population of people with intellectual disabilities include many 
individuals with very severe problems, which are likely to hinder or 
impede the development and maintenance of relationships with other 
people, making the maintenance of effective Person Centred Planning 
difficult.”  
(2004:2) 
Concerns of this nature are of particular relevance to people with autism, for 
whom forming relationships and communicating are core impairments. Studies by 
McConkey et al. (1999), Purcell et al. (1999) and Bradshaw (2001) all reported a 
common error in implementing PCP: too heavy a reliance on verbal 
communication. Again this is a particularly strong argument for those with 
autism, many of whom may never develop functional verbal language. One 
means of tackling this difficulty lies in using systems of alternative and 
augmentative communication. These systems will receive further mention in 
following chapters. 
A further and perhaps more profound criticism of PCP is that there is almost a 
complete lack of empirical evidence to support its effectiveness (Kinsella, 2000). 
A systematic review by Rudkin and Rowe (1999) found no statistically significant 
outcome differences with good statistical power for people receiving person 
centred planning. This is an important consideration when we take into account 
that this is the theoretical underpinning informing the planning of thousands of 
vulnerable young people within the UK.  
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On the positive side of PCP theory, the explicit inclusion of the family in the 
planning process is arguably very important for young people with autism. In 
many cases these are the people most able to accurately represent the wishes of 
the young people. This however too is not without controversy; There have been 
reports from young people who were able to communicate functionally, that at 
times they felt „overridden‟ by what their parents wanted for them (based often 
on an understandable need to „protect‟ their vulnerable youngsters), rather than 
what they themselves wanted or in some cases, what external parties such as 
their teachers thought would be beneficial for them (See the story of „Sandra‟ in 
Dee, 2006). However we reach somewhat of a minefield when we try to separate 
parental wishes from those of the young person, in the case particularly of young 
people who are profoundly disabled and cannot communicate for themselves. On 
the one hand we rely on their parents who know them best to represent them, 
but we can never be sure that if the young person could communicate, they 
would fully agree what their parents want for them. It‟s an ethical minefield and 
arguably has implications for the empowerment, rights and equality of those with 
disabilities.  
3.8. Applying Transition Planning – A Critique 
Having outlined the theoretical standpoint of the transition plan, the discussion 
now turns its attention to its practical application within schools. Literature has 
been consulted and key areas identified where it is felt there is a need for 
improvement. A fundamental criticism of the intervention is that it is not being 
accessed by all those who qualify. The following section examines this more 
closely. 
3.8.1. Planning for everyone? 
As reported by Dee in her 2006 publication, „Improving Transition Planning‟, 
despite good intentions, the effectiveness of the planning procedure in supporting 
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school to post-school transitions is questionable. The young people who 
participated in Dee‟s three year study had a variety of special needs; ranging 
from physical disabilities, hearing and sight impairments and emotional and 
behavioural difficulties. Only one child in the study had an ASD, specifically 
Rhett‟s Syndrome. In the case of this young lady, a rushed decision by her 
mother to place her in a residential home reportedly caused high levels of 
distress. Her mother, feeling the system had failed her, had made all the 
decisions alone and refused help, resulting in a rushed and ill-prepared move for 
her daughter (Dee, 2006:37). This story raises issues about failed application of 
effective transition planning, as well as failed communication between parents 
and other parties who are there to support; the young lady‟s teachers in this case 
expressed „shock‟ that the decisions had been made and executed poorly. 
Ultimately the young person suffered as a result.  
Research by Heslop et al. (2002) indicated that of 280 young people with a range 
of disabilities, one fifth did not have, or did not know if they had a transition plan.  
A quarter of those who did have a plan, had no involvement in devising it. 
Dewson et al. (2004) concluded from an extensive study of 2000 young people 
with disabilities, (including communication and interaction difficulties, emotional 
and social development needs, and physical and sensory needs) that while 
written plans are important, it is the strength of the pathways between pre- and 
post-16 service provision that is more important in supporting young people as 
they leave school. This would include factors such as clear communication 
between different agencies.  
Another study by Ward et al. (2003) revealed that out of a sample of 270 young 
people with learning disabilities; one in five had left school without any planning 
at all (despite having left school since transition planning became a legal 
requirement). It must be noted here that all the statistics cited herein bear 
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relevance to young people with SEN as a collective, although based on the 
descriptions, particularly with Dewson et al.‟s (2004) work, it is reasonable to 
assume that at least a portion of the sample would hold a diagnosis of autism or 
ASD.  
3.8.2. What does the plan cover? 
The transition plan should take into account all areas of the young persons‟ life 
and draw information from a range of individuals (Ward et al., 2003). Core areas 
such as further education, health, housing, transport, work relationships and 
hobbies should be covered to plan for the young persons‟ transition to adulthood 
in a „holistic‟ way (DfES, 2001). The National Autistic Society (2005) suggests 
that the plan should be geared not only towards available support and provision, 
but also on other „ideal‟ services which may not be available at the present time 
but which would suit the individual if they were available (2005:4). 
It has been argued within the literature that in some cases the actual topics 
covered within the plans were not what parents felt to be the most important 
areas for consideration. Parents who took part in Ward et al.‟s study (2003) saw 
leisure and social opportunities, information about benefits, future housing 
options, and the transfer to adult services and transport to any post-school 
provision as critical to transition planning (2003:133). By contrast the five topics 
most frequently covered in the transition plan were: opportunities for further 
education; independent living skills, adult sexuality and relationships, careers and 
employment after leaving school and speaking up for oneself; in the words of the 
researchers, there was “a stark mismatch between the topics families wanted to 
cover, and those addressed by the professionals involved” (Ward et al., 
2003:132). 
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3.8.3. Student and family involvement 
As mentioned earlier, placing the student at the centre of their plan is one of the 
key values of PCP. In regards to this, the current system has been criticised 
primarily on two counts:  not adequately involving students through having them 
in attendance in meetings regarding their future, and not allowing them to 
express opinions and views, and have these taken into account in the decision 
making process.  
Ward et al. (2003) revealed that of their sample, 42 % had little if any 
involvement in their planning (a further quarter were reported to have not had 
any involvement at all). Heslop et al. (2002) revealed that four out of ten young 
people had little if any involvement. Again, a further quarter of the sample had 
none at all.  It has been noted that those particularly at risk of being excluded 
from the decision making process are those young people with limited 
communicative abilities (Dee and Byers 2003). Other research pointing towards 
similar „exclusion‟ of young people from their planning includes that by O‟Sullivan 
(1998) and Cope (2003). 
 
The literature review has provided thus far a picture of current knowledge of 
outcomes in adulthood for people with autism, and some difficulties with 
predicting and researching these outcomes owing to the heterogeneity of the 
condition, and its fairly recent recognition. Additionally, some critique of the 
theory behind transition planning, PCP, and some key weaknesses within its 
practice have been outlined. These include the extent to which students play a 
role in their own planning, and how many young people are accessing the 
planning.  The following chapter introduces the concept of multi-strategy 
research. 
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Chapter 4. Mixed Methods Research 
4.1. Mixed Methods Research 
For this research data was collected in two ways; quantitatively using 
questionnaires and qualitatively through semi-structured interview. The first 
quantitative stage of data collection aimed to provide an overview, or overriding 
picture of transition- planning based practices within the participating school as 
they currently stand. This in turn could create a means against which to compare 
these practices with what literature has already identified as areas of weakness 
within transition planning practice.  
The second qualitative stage of the research, the interview, aimed to draw upon 
the experience of somebody who works with transition planning and autism 
everyday. By discussing with her some of the issues revealed in the first 
quantitative part of the research, this qualitative section draws upon the 
experiential learning of a professional for her perception of some of the issues 
within transition planning, as relevant specifically to young people with autism. 
Firstly however, the following section will provide more information about this 
mixed-methods approach to research. 
4.2.  Multi-Strategy Research 
The integration of qualitative and quantitative research methods or multi-strategy 
research (Layder, 1993) in a single project has become more common since the 
early 1980‟s (Bryman, 2004), but there are two main arguments against this 
combination of strategy. These are firstly; the argument that research methods 
are embedded in, and carry with them certain epistemological commitments, and 
secondly; the argument that quantitative and qualitative research are separate 
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paradigms, and are thus incompatible. The following section elaborates briefly on 
these two positions. 
4.3. ‘Embedded’ Argument 
This first position argues that research methods are ineluctably rooted in 
epistemological and ontological commitments (Bryman, 2004). From this position, 
the decision to employ for example, participant observation is not simply about 
how to go about data collection but also a commitment to an epistemological 
position that is adverse to positivism and that is consistent with interpretivism. 
These kinds of views of research methods have led some writers to argue that 
multi-strategy research is not feasible or even desirable (Smith 1983, Smith and 
Heshusius, 1986). According to Bryman (2004) however, the chief difficulty with 
this argument is that the idea that research methods carry with them fixed 
epistemological and ontological implications is very difficult to sustain, as he 
argues that they are capable of being put to a wise variety of tasks (Bryman, 
2004).  
4.4. ‘Paradigm’ Argument 
The second position conceives quantitative and qualitative research as paradigms. 
A paradigm may be described as  „a cluster of beliefs and dictates which for 
scientists in a particular discipline influence what should be studied, how research 
should be done, and how results should be interpreted‟ (Bryman, 1998:4). 
However, similarly to the first argument, the paradigm model rests on 
contentions about the interconnectedness of method and epistemology in 
particular that cannot, in the case of social research be demonstrated. Moreover, 
it is argued that it is by no means clear that quantitative and qualitative research 
are indeed paradigms (Bryman, 2004).  
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 “...there are not actually two diametrically opposed camps, each 
striving for purity of position and aiming to attract allegiance from 
faithful followers.”  
(Denscombe, 2002:22). 
Examples of works which incorporate quantitative and qualitative methods in a 
similar manner to the current research include that of Wajcman and Martin 
(2002). This research used a two tiered research strategy, employing firstly a 
quantitative questionnaire survey to explore the career patterns of male and 
female managers, following this with semi-structured qualitative interviews to 
explore the way these managers made sense of their career patterns in terms of 
their identity. Research such as this has lead to attention being drawn to the fact 
that quantitative and qualitative research may be suited to different phases within 
one study, (Bryman, 2004).  
Regarding my own philosophical standpoint to the current research, whilst in 
acknowledgement of the „blurring‟ between epistemological commitments in 
mixed methodologies, I feel I have approached my own research primarily from 
the philosophical standpoint of the interpretivist. Interpretivism perceives that 
social reality is something that is constructed and interpreted by people – rather 
than something that exists objectively „out there‟, as the laws of positivism would 
argue (Denscombe, 2002).  
“Interpretivists tend to focus their attention on the way people make sense of the 
world and how they create their social world through their actions and 
interpretations of the world.”          
(Denscombe 2002:18) 
From this standpoint value is placed on the personal experiences, and experiential 
learning of my research participants as valuable research data.  
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Chapter four has presented multi-strategy research and some of the arguments 
associated with this. The following section describes the methodology and 
presents the data of the quantitative stage of the current research. A discussion 
of the findings is also included alongside some consideration for future research.  
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Chapter 5. Quantitative Research 
5.1. Methodology 
5.1.1. Aims 
The aim of this part of the research was to test certain claims that have been 
made against transition planning practices within the literature and see how my 
participating school held up against these wider criticisms. This research provided 
a foundation of knowledge of practice within this institution. 
5.1.2. Research questions 
Whilst a number of questions were addressed, based on evidence from literature 
the essential two research questions were; do all young people who should have 
a plan, have a plan? And, does an ability to communicate functionally affect how 
involved young people are in planning? In terms of both attendance of meetings 
and direct involvement in decision making. 
5.1.3. The questionnaires 
I used a system of what can be referred to as self- completed „postal‟ 
questionnaires (Bryman, 2004). As the name implies these are most often 
distributed and returned via the postal system, however the name refers also to 
methods involving the participants returning or depositing completed 
questionnaires to a particular location. 
5.1.4. Participants 
The sample population used for both the quantitative and qualitative data 
collection were all accessed through the school at which I have been employed for 
the past three years. This is a local Nottingham school specialising in the 
education of young people with autism, predominantly, though not exclusively for 
those at the lower functioning end of the spectrum. The participants for this part 
of the research were the parents, carers and guardians of 50 students aged 14 
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and above attending this school. As these participants were easily accessible to 
me because of my employed status at the school, the sample is known as one of 
convenience or opportunity (Bryman, 2004). 
This method of opportunistic sampling had both strengths and weaknesses. A 
major strength included access specifically to the demographic in which I am 
interested, allowing for greater ease methodologically in terms of relevant data 
collection and data analysis. One further benefit of such a method of sampling is 
an increased likelihood that all questionnaires will be returned, giving the 
research a high response rate. The response rate of this survey was 32%, or 16 
out of 50 potential responses.   
Weaknesses however may include results possibly being „biased‟ to that particular 
institution. This could mean that the results derived will only be representative of 
the people who attend, or are connected in some way with the establishment 
partaking in this research. Ideally, a number of different schools would have had 
to be included to eliminate this and form a more general picture of the transition 
planning process for young people with autism. As such the current research 
must be presented as a case study. Applicable therefore, empirically speaking, 
only to one school, but potentially useful I believe, in its ability to add to an 
existing body of evidence identifying patterns and trends within transition 
planning practice. 
The reasons for approaching parents rather than the young people themselves 
were multiple. Firstly, many of the young people‟s communicative abilities are 
limited, both in a written and verbal context, but also in terms of the functionality 
of these abilities. In many cases the understanding of these young people too is 
limited, and so approaching them directly would not be feasible. Additionally, for 
those young people who may have been able to participate directly, based both 
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on my knowledge of autism and those young people involved, I felt that 
discussing matters involving their eventual „moving on‟ from school could prove a 
potentially stressful experience for them, and so again felt this would be an 
inappropriate and indeed ethically unsound method of enquiry.  
5.1.5. Ethics 
Guidance for the sound ethical conduct of my research was sought from the 
British Educational Research Association (BERA), who place there guidelines 
within the primary considerations of the person, knowledge, democratic values, 
the quality of educational research and academic freedom, (BERA 2004:5.6). The 
guidelines are outlined within three main headings, responsibilities to 
participants, responsibilities to sponsors of research and responsibilities to the 
community of educational researchers, (BERA 2004:5.6). 
Care was taken therefore to inform all potential participants of their rights to 
anonymity, their right to withdraw from the study at any time and also their right 
to a full explanation of the study and its findings upon completion (see sections 
10-13 of the guidance). A consent form was required to be signed and returned, 
and anybody not wishing to participate was not obliged in any way to do so and 
could simply return the forms uncompleted. (Please see appendix 1 and 2 for a 
copy of these documents. 
5.1.6. The questionnaire 
The actual questionnaire included seven questions. The first three were designed 
to identify the demographic of the sample, asking firstly the age of the young 
person, their gender and finally confirmation of the nature of their special needs, 
in this all confirmed a diagnosis of autism. The following two questions were 
related directly to two of the weaknesses identified within the literature. These 
are that firstly; not all young people who should have a plan do, and secondly; 
that not many young people attend the meetings concerned with this planning 
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and thus are not directly involved. Question six related to communication, in 
terms of how the young person communicates, and whether this can be 
considered „functional‟. This question when compared against question five aimed 
to establish whether there is a relationship between the young persons‟ 
communicative abilities, and his/her involvement in meetings. Question seven 
asked parents to say whether they felt the young persons own input in the 
decision making process was considerable, limited or none at all. (Please see 
appendix 3 for a copy of the questionnaire) 
5.1.7. Distribution 
In terms of the distribution and return of the questionnaires, use was made of the 
„home-school‟ diary system employed in many of special schools or 
establishments for young people with SEN in the UK. The system is used as a 
means of maintaining regular contact between the school and the parents/carers 
of a child.  Entries regarding the young person are made at the end of every 
school day by staff and every morning and evening by the young persons 
family/carers etc. In this way communication between parents and school is 
maintained, and a clear record of any behaviours, achievements as well as any 
concerns regarding the child can be kept, monitored and regularly updated.  
For the current research a package of information was sent home in the diaries 
containing several documents; firstly a cover letter which explained my position 
both as a staff member and student and a brief outlining of the topic of research. 
Secondly there was a consent form to be signed (should participation be 
granted), outlining the rights of all participants and finally a copy of the 
questionnaire (see appendix for copies of these documents). It was requested 
that the documents be returned in the envelopes they were received in to the 
school by a certain date. This included those documents uncompleted in the case 
of parents not wishing to participate. These packages were distributed to the 
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homes of fifty students in total, spanning over five classes within the school. Each 
class teacher was provided with a „master‟ envelope in which to store the returns 
ready for collection by myself at the end of the study. 
5.2. Quantitative Data Analysis of Results 
A basic analysis of the data was performed using Excel to work out the 
frequencies of each response.  
Results for the first three questions showed that the entire sample had a 
diagnosis of autism, and of the sixteen participating young people all but two 
were male. The ages of the young people ranged from fourteen to eighteen. 
According to the guidelines, this should mean that all of the sample would have 
begun their transition planning. Question four addressed this, and the following 
table shows the results. 
Q4. Does your child have a Transition Plan? 
Answer Frequency Percentage 
Yes 8 50.0% 
No 6 37.5% 
Don‟t know 2 12.5% 
Total 16 100.0% 
Table 1: Question 4 
The table shows that of the 16 participants, the parents of only 50% knew for 
sure that their child had a transition plan in place or in progress. Of the remaining 
50%, 37.5% of these knew that their child did not have a transition plan, and 
12.5% did not know if they did or not.  
Question five identified how many of the young people attended their transition 
planning and annual review meetings. Taking into account the fact that some 
participants may not have been aware of transition planning (and this proved to 
be the case), I made reference in the question to the „annual review‟ instead of 
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„transition planning‟ meetings. Since transition planning meetings are mainly 
conducted as part of the annual review, the question applied to both and was 
valid. 
Q5. Does your child attend all of his/her annual review meetings? 
Answer Frequency Percentage 
All 2 12.5% 
Some 3 18.8% 
None 11 68.8% 
Total 16 100.0% 
Table 2: Question 5 
This table shows that a majority of the sample, 68.8%, attended none of the 
meetings, and the minority, 12.5% attended them all, 18.8% of the sample 
reportedly attended „some‟ meetings.  
Question six‟s results showed that 50% of the participants could be described as 
being able to communicate functionally. In order to achieve a standard result to 
this question, a definition of functional communication was included in the 
questionnaire.  
Q6. Would you say your child is able to communicate in a functional way? 
Answer Frequency Percentage 
Yes  8 50.0% 
No 7 43.8% 
(Question unanswered) 1 6.3% 
Total 16 100.0% 
Table 3: Question 6 
Question seven determined the amount of direct input the young people had in 
making decisions about their futures, the majority, 75%, were described as 
having no input, although a reason for this may have been that no decisions had 
been made yet. Two young people, each making up 6.3%  of the sample, were in 
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turn described as having had either considerable, or some input in the decision 
making process. One participant left this question unanswered. 
Q7. In your opinion, to what extent has your child had an input in any decisions 
made regarding his/her future? 
Answer Frequency Percentage 
Considerable input 1 6.3% 
Some input 1 6.3% 
No input 12 75.0% 
(Question misunderstood) 1 6.3% 
(Question unanswered) 1 6.3% 
Total 16 100.0% 
Table 4: Question 7 
5.2.1. Contingency tables 
The following stage of the data analysis for the quantitative element of the 
research involved the development of several „contingency tables‟. These tables 
compare questions against each other to look for potential relationships and 
patterns. Three pairs of data were analysed in this way: 
Questions one and four compared the age of the young person with the presence 
or absence of a transition plan; 
 Q1. How old is your child? 
Q4. Does your child have a Transition Plan? 14 15 16 17 18 Grand Total 
Yes 3  3 1 1 8 
No 1 1 2 2  6 
Don’t Know 1 1    2 
Grand Total 5 2 5 3 1 16 
Table 5: Contingency table comparing Questions 1 and 4 
The vertical column to the left represents the answers don’t know, no and yes to 
question four „does your child have a transition plan?‟;. The numbers running 
horizontally across the top; 14, 15, 16, 17 and 18 represent the ages of the 
young people. Their individual responses to the questions form the vertical 
columns under each age response. The table depicts that only half of the sample 
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could definitively say that their child‟s planning had begun. Of the remaining half 
who could not say for certain whether planning had begun, four of those young 
people were over the age of sixteen, in other words nearing the end of their 
school careers.  
Linking questions six and seven compared the ability to communicate functionally 
with the amount of direct input the young person had in their planning. 
 
Q7. In your opinion, to what extent has your child had  
an input in any decisions made regarding his/her future? 
Q6. Would you say your child is able to 
communicate in a functional way? Considerable Some None 
(Question  
misunderstood) 
(Question  
unanswered) 
Grand  
Total 
Yes  1 6 1  8 
No 1  6   7 
(Question unanswered)     1 1 
Grand Total 1 1 12 1 1 16 
Table 6: Contingency table comparing Questions 7 and 6 
The results of this paring of variables were a little unclear, as this question had a 
mixed return of responses. In one case it remained unanswered, and in another 
case more than one box had been ticked,  
It was hoped that this would reveal a relationship between whether being able to 
communicate functionally improved the young persons chances of being directly 
included in the planning for their future once they leave school. Unfortunately, 
due to some unclear responses and some cases in which these questions were 
left altogether unanswered, it was difficult to ascertain whether there was a 
relationship or not.  Literature has suggested that being able to communicate 
functionally can play a large role in how directly involved in their planning 
individuals can be (Cameron and Murphy, 2002). The following chapter will 
discuss some possible methods towards including those with communication 
difficulties in their planning. 
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The following comparison links closely with the above, comparing questions five 
and six, looking at whether those young people who are able to communicate 
functionally are more likely to attend their annual review/transition planning 
meetings. Whilst attending meetings does not guarantee that the young person 
would have direct input, being present may be considered a positive step towards 
being involved in ones‟ own planning. 
 
Q5. Does your child attend all of his/her annual review 
meetings? 
Q6. Would you say your child is 
able to communicate in a 
functional way? All Some None Grand Total 
Yes 1 1 6 8 
No 1 2 4 7 
Unanswered   1 1 
Grand Total 2 3 11 16 
Table 7: Contingency table comparing Questions 5 and 6 
This table shows that out of seven participants who communicate functionally, 
one attends all meetings, four attend none and two attend some. Of those who do 
not communicate functionally one attended all meetings, six attended none and 
one attended some. One participant had failed to complete this question. 
Unfortunately the minor differences and small sample make it difficult to identify 
a pattern here, and not enough information is provided to enable me to say with 
any clarity that communicative abilities make a difference within this sample.  
5.3. Discussion of Quantitative  Results 
The questions addressing how many young people have transition plans and the 
amount of input they had in their planning yielded results reflective of those 
within the literature.  
Regarding the former; only half the sample could confirm that their young person 
had a transition plan in place. In light of the policy expectation that every child 
should have a plan by age fourteen, this is a statistic which when combined with 
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what literature has already taught us, paints a disappointing level of practical 
application of this intervention. 
The results from the first contingency table combined the young peoples‟ ages 
with whether or not they had a plan. It was revealed that four of the young 
people who were over the age of 16, and one over the age of 17 had not yet had 
any planning at all. The implication there is that if indeed any action was to be 
taken at this stage; four or five years of planning would have to be completed in 
a matter of months. Realistically, when one takes into account the various 
agencies and different professionals that would have to be involved, is this 
something that could happen?  The assumption is that these particular young 
people will be moving on from school with nothing in the way of a transition plan 
in place.  
Arguably before any improvements can be made to transition planning as an 
intervention, it must first become accessible to all those young people with a 
statement of special needs.  
I investigated further to better understand who is responsible for taking the 
initiative to start the planning during the year of the young persons fourteenth 
birthday. The National Autistic Society‟s online transition publication (2005) cites 
the Local Education Authority as responsible for notifying the local Connexions 
service of all the children in their area who will require a year nine review which 
includes the initial elements of the transition planning process. The problem 
therefore appears once more to be one of inadequate communications between 
different agencies. This is a reoccurring issue which has been identified within 
literature (O‟Sullivan, 2007). 
Additionally, one could argue that this points towards an overall lack of 
information available to parents regarding the process (Heslop, 2002). In my 
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experience most parents are more than willing to take initiatives for their children 
if they are able to. If more information was provided regarding the timing of the 
initialisation of planning, then in the event of their child‟s year nine review being 
overlooked, parents could themselves bring this to the attention of the 
professionals and kick start the process.  
Regarding student involvement, the low numbers of young people who had direct 
input also corroborates empirical evidence in the literature. This again was a 
disappointing statistic but the conclusion is less clear. Here we have the 
complications of varying levels of communicative abilities and cognitive abilities to 
take into account, and would need to better understand these before drawing 
conclusions as to why the young people are not involved. 
Whilst clear conclusions could not be drawn regarding the connection between 
functional communication and involvement in meetings, the overall picture was 
that the majority of the young people, 75% of the sample, had no input in the 
decision making process.  
5.4. Considerations for Future Research 
This section identifies areas which could be strengthened for future research.  
A primary consideration of this piece of research which might affect the validity of 
the results was the limited number of people who participated; additionally there 
were cases in which participants had failed to complete all the questions, further 
impeding the sound analysis and validity of the results. In terms of response rate 
percentages, the response was a reasonable 32%. However, in terms of the 
number of people who participated, 16 is a small number which cannot be 
generalised to the greater population. As mentioned earlier in the study, as such 
this work represents a case study of one institution, but the non-generalisability 
of this work still requires mention.  
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However, when these results are considered within the context of what empirical 
evidence has already taught us about transition planning, we can see a repetition 
and developing pattern of the deficit areas.  The results of my study corroborated 
those in the literature, revealing from the „micro‟ perspective of one school (my 
research) the same areas of deficit that have been reported within a wider 
„macro‟ context (research evidence within literature). Results such as those and 
my own, suggest an „implementation gap‟ between policy and practice. 
A weakness of this research was that the anonymity of some of the participants 
was compromised. This occurred in the following way: whilst the questionnaires 
were distributed in plain envelopes which were numbered as a means of 
participant identification, some of the teachers involved in actually placing the 
envelopes in the home-school diaries wrote the names of the children on the 
front. Thus when they were returned to me the identity of the child the 
questionnaire involved was made clear. This in turn opened me up to an amount 
of „sceptism‟ (for lack of a better word) about the validity of some of the 
responses. For example, some parents answered that their child was able to 
communicate functionally, but there were cases where I had worked extensively 
with the children, and disagreed with this. This knowledge compromised my 
ability to view the results objectively.   
In this case, I believe it was up to me to have been clearer with individuals 
involved in the distribution of questionnaires of the importance of protecting the 
anonymity of the participants. This is not only for the reason of objectivity 
mentioned above, but more importantly in terms of ethical practice, to protect 
the rights of the participants‟ to anonymity.  
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This first part of the data collection bore relevance primarily to the key themes of 
access to transition plans, direct involvement of students in planning, and how 
communicative abilities affect this. These are issues which have appeared often in 
the literature, and in the case of my participating school and those reported in the 
literature, evidence supports the argument that the system is inadequately 
implemented in practice.  
The next chapter sees the introduction of the qualitative aspect of my enquiry. In 
this section the aim was to identify key themes and issues of transition planning 
through discussions with an experienced professional in the field; these were then 
related and linked to literature to form a clearer picture of the issues with the 
current system of transition planning. Incorporated within this section is an 
ongoing critical discussion of the themes and issues which have emerged thus far. 
Throughout this next section a primary aim was to maintain the link between the 
issues of current practice, and how they are relevant specifically to improving the 
experience of transition planning for young people with autism.  
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Chapter 6. Qualitative research 
6.1. Methodology  
Through the use of an in-depth interview I hoped to better understand the results 
of my survey, and deepen the enquiry through drawing upon the experiential 
learning of a professional with a sound knowledge of the field. The experiential 
learning of professionals has increasingly been recognised as a valuable and valid 
source of evidence, particularly amongst the social sciences (Moon, 2004). 
Originally this part of the research was planned to include three interviews with 
different professionals within the school, however due to unforeseen and 
unavoidable circumstances I was only able to conduct one of them. The interview 
I was able to conduct however, was with a teacher who has a very 
comprehensive knowledge of transition planning. My participant is the class 
teacher of the most senior students who are in their final year at school before 
moving on. As such, she has been at the „front line‟ of making transition related 
arrangements for the young person, and has had a huge amount of experience in 
dealing with the critical final stages of transition planning. Once again my 
sampling was opportunistic, as myself and my participant are co-workers. Upon 
being approached and briefed on the nature of my research, she consented to 
participate by means of a recorded verbal agreement at the beginning of the 
interview. 
6.1.1. The questions 
I selected and devised the questions for the interview following the analysis of the 
quantitative data, and also of the evidence presented in the literature review. 
These questions were devised with the continuity of the overall discussion in 
mind. The content of the questions are referred to in following sections, and a 
copy of the interview is included in appendix 4 for reference purposes. 
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6.1.2.  Delivery and format of interview 
The interview took place at the school on the 30/03/09 at 8:15 am, and was 
recorded using a voice recorder placed on the desk between myself and my 
participant. 
The format of the interview was semi-structured. Typically, „semi-structured‟ 
refers to a context in which the interviewer has a series of questions that are in 
the general form of an interview schedule but is able to vary the sequence in 
which they are asked. Additionally the questions themselves can be open and 
general, and the interviewer has some latitude to ask further questions in 
response to what are seen as significant replies (Gillham, 2000). 
6.2. Analysis and Discussion of Qualitative Data 
The data from the interview was analysed using a thematic analysis, which by 
looking at the data as a whole identifies themes and then looks for „talk‟ within 
the interview relevant to these themes (Aronson, 1994). Although obviously the 
interviewee was responding with data relevant to the questions I had asked, 
there were many opportunities within her answers for information to be applied to 
a number of key areas within transition planning. 
The whole of the current interview was transcribed and analysed in this way. The 
emergent data offered a professional insight into five primary areas for 
consideration, or themes. These are listed below; 
 Student involvement 
 Staff Training 
 Specialist Services 
 Multiagency communication 
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 Role of the teacher 
The following sub-sections will examine and discuss these themes in turn and the 
data relevant to them. The issues of previous chapters are also discussed along 
side this current data in the interests of painting a clearer picture of transition 
planning specifically in relation to autism, and how it can be improved for these 
young people.  
6.2.1. Student involvement 
Involving students directly in their planning is a core principal of person centred 
planning. In terms of the young person having a „voice‟, and/or being physically 
present at transition meetings, there are possible barriers for the young person 
with autism.  
I asked my interviewee for her opinion on student involvement, with a specific 
focus on autism. Her response included several key considerations which are 
discussed over the following paragraphs. 
“..I would say out of all the transition meetings I have been to it can 
often be difficult for the parents let alone the student...so to bring into 
the equation that young person that would have to sit with different 
professionals, some of which they may never have met before, who are 
talking about very complicated things, well to that young person they 
may be complicated, and often things which don’t necessarily 
happen...you are throwing into the mix unpredictable events..It’s not 
the ideal situation for that young person to have to endure...”  
  (Teacher, 30/03/09) 
 To use the word „endure‟ suggested that these meetings could in some ways be a 
trauma for somebody with autism, and have unpredictable results. My 
interviewee offered the following example of an unprecedented negative reaction 
of a young person with autism who was asked if she would like to be present at a 
meeting. 
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“I asked the young lady if she wanted to come to it, and it worked 
really well and everyone was really happy with the outcome, however 
later, and when I say later I mean a couple of weeks later, she became 
really stressed and we couldn’t put our finger on why. When we got to 
the nitty gritty of it, it was that she hadn’t finished her answer to one of 
the questions that had been given to her in this particular meeting. 
Then we had to follow it through, call the social worker who had asked 
her the question and let her finish the answer...but if we hadn’t 
recognised the problem with that, then she could have, you know, 
become very anxious and consequently...other things could have 
happened.” 
(Teacher, 30/03/09) 
For the young lady involved attending the meeting ultimately became an ordeal, 
and one involving stresses that those of us with a „non-autistic‟ perspective might 
find difficult to understand. The „other things‟ which could have happened was a 
reference to the potentially disruptive and aggressive behaviours this young lady 
was prone to displaying in times of stress. This information may provide an 
insight into the experiences of other young people in the school. Is it unrealistic 
to expect a young person with autism to be able to process a meeting of this 
nature? This becomes a point of consideration specifically for the autistic 
demographic.  
My interviewee suggested that a better way of including these young people into 
such meetings could be to follow a strategic plan which minimises unpredictability 
and is rehearsed. 
“A certain number of our higher functioning students...would be able to 
come into the meetings, probably, but not for the majority of the 
meeting. Where they could be prepared to come in, and would have 
been given key questions that they were going to have to answer. So 
that they didn’t feel like, you know, that everyone is looking at them 
and wondering what they are thinking.” 
(Teacher, 30/03/09) 
The National Autistic Society has also made this point: 
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“Individuals with ASD may have difficulty making choices due to 
difficulties in conceptualising and imagining alternative outcomes...to 
avoid unnecessary anxiety and confusion choices may need to be 
narrowed down before presenting them to the child.”  
(NAS 2005: pg 3) 
This information suggests that in order for the young person with autism to 
access these meetings to the highest possible degree, time must be put aside to 
structure and prepare parts of the meeting in a way that accounts for the various 
processing difficulties synonymous with the condition. This however would mean 
that another „role‟ or task is created in the transition planning process, and 
somebody would have to be responsible for this duty.  
The second barrier towards full inclusion for young people with autism is 
communication. Communication deficits form a core characteristic of autism and 
thus forms a key barrier towards inclusion in this intervention. Without the means 
to effectively communicate likes, ambitions, dislikes or interests, how can a 
person be put at the centre of a plan for their future? As previously mentioned 
PCP has been criticised for its reliance on the ability to functionally communicate, 
but there are ways of accessing the opinions of non-verbal people, through the 
use of Alternative and Augmentative Communication Systems (ACCS).  
My interviewee described some of the methods she used to try and understand 
what her students would like included in their lives when they leave school. These 
included using ACCS such as Writing with Symbols or the Picture Exchange 
Communication System (PECS), or for the lower functioning student some very 
simple „matching‟ type activities. In the latter case the young person may be 
asked to match pictures of themselves with activities, or objects they enjoy.  
A consideration for future research could include a study dedicated to the 
Alternative and Augmentatitive Communication Systems (ACCS) (such as the 
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„Talking Mat‟ system, Cameron and Murphy, 2002). This could establish how 
successful they have been at allowing young people with communication 
difficulties to access a person centred method of planning.  A separation of high 
and low functioning autism as two distinct groups may also be necessary to 
ultimately devise or adapt interventions so that they work in the most appropriate 
way for that group.  
6.2.2. Staff training 
An issue which emerged strongly within the interview was the lack of specialist 
knowledge of autism amongst transition staff. The staff members in question here 
are not the schools own employees, who all receive sound training on autism, but 
the staff who come to the school via the external agencies involved in the 
transition planning process.  
“Often some of the social workers or some of the transition team, 
although they know what they are doing in terms of contacting different 
services, don’t necessarily have a great understanding of autism, so 
you are really fighting for the young person and their family in terms of 
what they really need and how its going to benefit them in the future.” 
       (Teacher, 30/03/09) 
The National Autistic Society clearly reiterates this point: 
“All professionals involved should have a clear understanding and 
awareness of the unique needs of individuals with Autistic Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD). If Professionals do not have knowledge of ASD’s then 
they need to actively seek out information on the condition prior to the 
start of the process.”  
(NAS 2005: pg 3) 
This is an issue related once more to the problems of grouping various special 
needs into one „SEN‟ category.  With autism, as previously mentioned, come very 
particular difficulties with cognitive processing and understanding, it makes sense 
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to expect staff working with these young people to have some understanding of 
these. 
“One problem has been the difficulty in explaining to other 
professionals the need for routine with service users- the fact that they 
need plenty of warning about an appointment and that they may refuse 
to see someone if it disrupts a regular habit.”       
(Moxon and Gates, 2001:29) 
Grove and Giraud-Saunders (2003) identified the lack of specific skills and 
knowledge held by the Connexions PA‟s / representatives. As there are many 
different professionals from different agencies who will work towards compiling a 
single transition plan, training everyone could prove very challenging. A potential 
way forward could be to have a team of specially trained Connexions advisors 
whose remit is specifically young people with autism. Although this would not 
solve all the staff training problems, at least there would be a central figure (one 
apart from the class teacher) in the planning process that has a sound knowledge 
of autism, and could represent the young persons‟ needs. However, Grove and 
Giraud-Saunders (2003) researched this potential and identified problems in 
terms of a limited amount of Connexions PA‟s available for such training 
interventions.  
6.2.3. Specialist services 
As literature has pointed out (Moxon and Gates, 2001), and as my interviewee 
brought to my attention, a particular struggle in the transition from school to 
post-school life for young people with autism lies in a lack of specialist provision 
available after school. The distinction was made between the lower and higher 
functioning students; 
 “...We would like to see, you know, people working towards a greater 
depth of specialist services. Thing is there are a lot of services for the 
higher functioning students, and there is a lack of services locally, in 
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our region, for young people who have, you know, more challenging 
needs.” 
(Teacher 30/03/09) 
Funding was indentified as a key barrier towards the accessing of specialist 
services for the more challenging needs of young people on the less able end of 
the autistic spectrum: 
“ ...the high cost places out there are realising that they are high cost, 
and basically the young people are not getting the funding to move on 
to those particular establishments...but it is being picked up on, and 
more services are starting to open at a lower cost.”   
(Teacher 30/03/09) 
In my analysis of this information, specialist services for autism face two main 
challenges: firstly in making the distinction between the needs of the high and 
low functioning demographic, (because although the diagnosis is the same, the 
differences in ability could be huge) and secondly; in being able to operate these 
specialist services in a way which is affordable and realistic in terms of what 
funding is available to families.  
6.2.4. Multi-agency planning 
Nationally, transition planning has long been recognised as poorly coordinated 
(O‟Sullivan, 2007). My interviewee echoed this at several points throughout the 
interview. It was first mentioned in relation to the importance of starting the 
planning early at age fourteen: 
“I would like to see planning start around that age, although not to in 
depth... There are many reasons to start gathering information early, 
as it is quite a lengthy process, it does involve research into different 
services after they (will) move on. It involves contact with many 
different professionals outside of the school setting also, so to try and 
get that team of people together over a few years is a good idea, so 
people grow accustomed to each other. I’ve always found that if you 
work as a team and start to get to know one another and start to really 
think about that child or that young person’s needs, then you start to 
 
 
53 
get a better understanding of where they can move on to and , and 
how that will help them move on.” 
(Teacher 30/03/09) 
At the end of the interview I posed an open ended question, giving my 
interviewee the opportunity to express where she felt change was needed: 
“I suppose what I would really like to see is that the services who are 
involved in the process work very closely together...it does seem to be 
a little bit of a struggle and a bit of a fight sometimes to make sure that 
by the time the young person reaches eighteen things are in place in 
terms of the transition team. ...What seems to happen is that children 
and adult services don’t seem to work towards the same goals.”       
(Teacher 30/03/09) 
My interviewee offered an example of what can go wrong when these two 
provisional departments do not work together effectively in terms of residential 
placements. The example she offered was that sometimes a young person may 
be placed in a residential establishment before they turn eighteen, and would 
then have to be moved again after their birthday. It was argued that if the young 
person is in their late teens, it would be better to place them directly into an adult 
service to avoid another potentially disruptive move. This is another issue bearing 
relevance to the importance of those involved in the process having a sound 
knowledge of autism and the potentially disruptive effects of excessive moving 
between services.  
6.2.5. Role of the teacher 
This theme is related to issues of multi-agency work, and the blurring of the roles 
between these different agencies, an issue of „excessive teacher workload‟ was 
highlighted which I had previously not come across. My interviewee is a full time 
teacher, but had fallen into an almost central role in the transition planning of her 
students who were nearing the end of their school careers. This appeared to have 
happened due to a lack of clarity amongst parents concerning who represents 
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their child‟s transition plan, and who is responsible for which part of the plan. In 
other words, any questions parents may have regarding the progress of any 
arrangements, visits to potential services etcetera, are falling to the teacher by 
way of phone calls, requests for letters and other jobs.  
“My remit is that I am a full time class teacher, so during my non 
contact time I would be sorting out all this work (transition planning 
work), a lot of it I do out of hours. It would actually be a full time job in 
itself, to be done really well, and if it was somebody’s full time job I 
could see that a lot of these issues would be sorted out. The parents 
would probably feel more confident and comfortable that when the 
students get to a certain age that particular person in responsible.” 
(Teacher 30/03/09) 
When viewed in the light of the above, badly coordinated multi-agency planning 
has a further-reaching ripple effect: in this case, impacting on work in the 
classroom as the teacher tries to juggle two work loads.  
 
This chapter has discussed a number of the issues related to creating an 
improved „transition planning experience‟ for young people with autism. These 
issues fall into categories of training of staff, improving communication between 
agencies, comprehensive planning to enable student involvement in planning and 
funding. 
The following, concluding chapter summarises the discussion and offers some 
final insights and thoughts.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusion 
All of the data gathered throughout this enquiry has produced a picture of 
transition planning as an intervention for all young people with SEN, and 
transition planning specifically as an intervention for young people with autism. In 
either case there are deficits, and there is apparently room for improvement. In 
terms of „autism friendly‟ practices, the overriding sense for me has been that 
before some of the issues of multi-agency work or funding can be tackled, the 
lack of specialist knowledge amongst professionals must be addressed. This could 
act as the spring board from which other improvements could be developed. At 
this stage I feel education is the key. 
7.1. Critical Reflection of Theory 
Regarding Person Centred Planning‟s suitability for people with autism, there are 
elements that work well, such as making families partners in planning, and others 
which are contentious, such as a reliance on communicative ability. Overall, one 
could argue that PCP forms a good moral basis for practices. It keeps the focus 
on the individuals involved, and works towards the empowerment of disabled 
people, who in comparison to others may experience limited power over their 
own lives (Charlton, 2000) and recognising the rights of disabled people; this is 
positive in terms of social policy. In applying the principles to the young person 
with autism, extra flexibility and resourcefulness may be necessary to fully 
implement the principles of the theory towards placing the young person at the 
centre of their plan (in terms of communication aids and time spent structuring 
meetings to include the young people). Arguably these changes could be of 
benefit to young people with a variety of special needs which affect their cognitive 
processing abilities, and abilities to participate socially.  
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7.2. Critical Reflection of Policy and Practice 
This research has shown that there is a clear „implementation gap‟ between policy 
and practice, particularly in relation to how many young people are accessing the 
planning intervention from the prescribed age, and this refers to the entire SEN 
population. This research has demonstrated several reasons why an early start is 
important; these are in terms of practical reasons; having enough time to 
coordinate the various parties and find the best services, but also for reasons 
which are particularly beneficial to young people with autism; such as allowing 
time for them to grow comfortable with the team, and time to become adequately 
prepared and familiar with what is going to happen to them after school. 
The difficulties with multi-agency transition planning have been highlighted as an 
area in need of much revision. Evidence points overall towards the need for better 
coordination and clarity of roles, but also towards a need also for improved 
knowledge of the needs of the young people with whom these agencies are 
working. I have proposed a potential route forwards as the development of a 
„specialist‟ team of autism trained transition representatives, who would have a 
clear central role in the coordination of the plan. This central, specialist figure 
could ensure that all transition related liaisons were conducted in an autism 
friendly manner, and possibly act as an advisor to other external professions who 
may not have an awareness of autism.  
The implications of unsound practice include the mental health of the young 
people involved, stress for parents and families, and ultimately the potential for 
negative outcomes for the young people, or at least, outcomes which may not be 
reflective of the young peoples‟ full potential. 
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7.3. Considerations for Further Research 
The recommendations which follow would act to improve the robustness of future 
studies into autism and transition planning.  
Firstly the incorporation of more schools into the research would provide a more 
generalisable picture of what is taking place in schools, and provide a sounder 
basis for further research. Additionally I believe that the enquiry could deepen its 
knowledge through a more qualitative approach overall; interviews with 
parents/carers and guardians rather then questionnaires could provide us with 
the details the current enquiry lacks, for example, for those who had plans, how 
had parents found the experience? Also, it would have been useful to have gained 
access to hard copy paper-work related to the plans to see exactly what they 
covered.   
For the families whose children were without plans, interviews could establish 
more clearly how parents felt about this, and whether or not they were even 
aware their children had been overlooked by the system. Following that, it would 
have been interesting to ask what plans, if any, did they have in mind for their 
children when they finished school.  
The current research does not claim to have fully examined this very complex 
area of study, and is only an introduction to a potentially very deep area of 
enquiry.  Interestingly, in the final stages of writing up this research, I came 
across a recent publication, released three months ago by the National Audit 
Office. This book, „Supporting Young People with Autism Through Adulthood‟ 
documents many of the issues described and discussed herein, and is evidence of 
one of very few comprehensive resources linking the transition planning process 
as an intervention directly to the experience of somebody with autism. The 
circulation and availability of books like this hold promise both in terms of 
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increasing education about autism, and in turn the development of effective 
practices for people with autism.  
7.4. Final Words 
Personally, I have concluded this research with a much broader understanding of 
how many considerations there are in developing effective interventions, „help‟ 
essentially from a government level, for young people with SEN and their 
families. My understanding of what families go through as their disabled children 
near adulthood has been improved, and I feel this has afforded me a better 
capacity to empathise with them during this time. In terms of my profession, my 
years working in special education have taught me that for many families, the 
special schools their children attend are much more than a place of education. 
They are a source of information, solace, community and ultimately, for many, a 
place of comfort. Being able to empathise more comprehensively with how 
leaving school will close the door on many of the support networks available, not 
only to the young people themselves, but also to parents, I feel will help me to be 
a more compassionate and empathic professional. For me personally, the emotive 
nature of special needs education is unavoidable, and I feel acknowledgement of 
this does not in any way detract from professionalism, but acts only to enhance 
the depth of service one can provide. In my experience the most productive work 
between families and professionals takes place when professionals 
comprehensively understand what families are going through.  
This subject area of this enquiry is by no means clear-cut. Governments and 
educationalists in the UK are obliged to consider issues of human rights and social 
policy as well as the interests of each individual child in the development of 
effective policies and practices; it‟s a multi-layered and complex arena. Although 
at present many of these policies and interventions appear to be in the stages of 
„trial and error‟, like transition planning, when we consider that it was only 40 
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years ago that young people with autism were considered „uneducable (Gallagher 
and Wiegerink, 1976), we begin to appreciate that progress is being made. I 
believe we are lucky to live in a time where governments are willing to say that 
they are committed to educating, protecting and providing for the „whole child‟, 
and are willing to recognise that children with SEN are as human, and as 
important as everybody else. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Letter to Parents 
Dear Parent/Guardian/Carers  
I am a final year student at the University of Nottingham, working towards the 
completion of my Masters degree in Special Needs Education. This letter regards 
my final piece of work, which focuses on some of the issues surrounding the 
transition from school to post-school life for young people with special needs. In 
addition, I have been employed at ******** School for the last three years as a 
supply teachers assistant.  
As no doubt you are aware, leaving full time education can be an especially 
challenging time for young people with special needs and their families. During 
this time the young person‟s educational, domestic, working, leisure and social 
arrangements change as they enter the early stages of their adult lives. 
 My final piece of work is a brief investigation into the current system used within 
education to plan for this time of change, known as the „Transition Plan‟, with a 
particular focus on student involvement in planning.   
I am appealing to parents/guardians and carers of children with special 
educational needs to take part in my study, which will involve the completion and 
return of a single questionnaire. If you would like to participate then please read 
on for details. There is no obligation to participate, and if you would prefer not to 
take part then please return these documents to school with your child.  
Many Thanks  
Bernadette Papadakis 
 
 
Appendix 2:Consent Form 
Information for participants: 
Firstly, thank you for agreeing to participate in this study, your input is greatly 
appreciated. 
As a participant your identity and any information you provide will be kept in the 
strictest of  confidence, and your anonymity protected at all times. Should you at 
anytime wish to withdraw yourself or any information you have provided towards 
the study then you are free to do so without question. Upon completion of the 
study, you will also be given the option of receiving a summary of its outcomes 
and findings.  
Any questions regarding the study can be answered via e-mail by either myself at 
bernadette25@hotmail.com  ,or my university supervisor Edward Sellman at 
edward.sellman@nottingham.ac.uk 
If you would  still like to participate, please complete the slip below, and return it 
along with your completed questionnaire (attached) to your child‟s school in the 
envelope provided. The reference number at the bottom of the page will act to 
identify you, so make a note of it should you later wish to access the data you 
provided. 
Many thanks  
Bernadette Papadakis 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
-------------------------------------------I hereby give my consent to participate in 
this study, and am aware of my right to withdraw at any time throughout its 
duration. 
Signed.......... 
Date.............. 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix 3: Questionnaire  
1) How old is your child? ______________________ 
 
2) What gender is your child?__________________ 
 
3) What is the nature of your child‟s special needs? (ie, Autism, Downs 
Syndrome etc..) 
______________________________________________________ 
 
4) Does your child have a Transition Plan?  
 
Please Circle:        Yes     No  Dont Know 
 
5) Does your child attend all of his/her annual review meetings ?  
 
Please Circle:                All      Some    None 
 
 
 
6) See definition for „functional communication‟  on the attached page. Would 
you say your child is able to communicate in a functional way?   
Please Circle:    Yes          No 
 
7) In your opinion, to what extent has your child had an input  (eg, 
expressing desired placements, leisure activities or ambitions) in any 
decisions made regarding his/her future.  Choose one: 
 
(a) Child has had considerable input,   
Please give 
details___________________________________________ 
 
(b) Child has had some input , 
Please give 
details_________________________________________________ 
 
(c) Child has had no input, as no  decisions have been made yet.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Definition for functional communication: 
 
functional communication 
is not just about speaking; it‟s about 
making yourself understood, even if it 
means using an aid like a communication 
board, or speech generating device. It‟s also 
about being able to do this independently; 
just saying yes or no in response to a question 
does not fit the definition of functional 
communication. (as defined by the American Speech and Language association) 
 
 
 
 
Many thanks for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. Please return it to 
your child‟s school in the envelope you received it in along with your consent slip. 
 
 
 
Appendix 4: Interview Plan 
 Ethics: 
 Thank Interviewee for participating 
 Inform participant of rights to anonymity, withdrawal and access to data 
upon completion of interview. 
 Ask participant to verbally confirm that she gives consent take part. 
(verbal consent recorded) 
Questions: 
1) In you own word please explain what a transition plan is. 
2) Guidelines state that planning should begin at age 14. This is applicable to 
all children with SEN. With reference to young people with autism, please 
give your opinion as to whether this is a good time to start, and why? 
3) Policy-makers encourage that all young people be present at their 
transition planning meetings. In your experience, is this a good thing for 
children with autism? Please give any examples you may have. 
4) Accessing the views and opinions of the young people is an essential part 
of planning for transition in a person centred way. Given that many of 
your students have difficulties in communication, is this something you 
feel has been able to done? And how might you go about this? 
5) Finally, in your experience, are there any particular challenges, issues or 
problems faced by young people with autism? 
 
 
 
